with disabilities, and, second, most text books are designed on Eurocentric norms. Thus, children from diverse, cultural and linguistic backgrounds, some of who may have cognitive disabilities are twice at risk for school failure (Artiles et al., 2010; Harry and Klinger, 2007; Salend, 2010) . One of the challenges that teachers face with children whose primary language is not English is in making the distinction between a language barrier and a learning disability that is not due to constraints of language. Several factors determine the teacher's ability to make this distinction:
• teacher's level of cultural awareness and competency;
• familiarity with family practices;
• awareness of inherent biases and a willingness to question; and • reflect upon and change attitudes toward diversity.
Consequently, when teachers evaluate their students' academic and behavioral skills, they will be able to examine cultural, familial and ecological factors that lie outside the assessment measures that are currently predominantly Eurocentric. Thus, teachers will be able to design instructional strategies for children with disabilities that are strongly grounded in the context of their culture. Because the constructions of ability and disability have a strong cultural and social basis, teachers must begin constantly work on and hone their cultural competencies before they reframe their curriculum and instruction. This article provides a framework for action for teachers to increase their understanding of cultural basis for school performance. The framework ultimately leads to improved understanding about the connections between culture and disability. This framework draws from a model proposed by Weinstein et al. (2004) and has four components, with each building on the other:
(1)
Step 1: Teachers examine their prior knowledge and attitudes toward diversity.
(2)
Step 2: Teachers endeavor to increase their knowledge by getting to know their students and their families. (2) Step 3: Teachers draw from their increased knowledge and model acceptance to create a healthy social environment in their classrooms. (2) Step 4: Teachers revisit their curriculum and instructional practice to provide positive academic learning experiences for all children.
See Table I for steps in the framework and a summary of activities for each step. The strategies and activities are supported by empirical evidence where available.
Examine prior knowledge and attitudes
This section will examine how teachers can reflect on their prior knowledge about the intersections among culture, disability and school performance. Such a reflection is likely to promote a deeper understanding of teacher attitude toward their students from diverse backgrounds. Children who come from diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds demonstrate varying levels of language proficiency (Ogbu, 2002) , and personality traits, habits, dress code, food and socialization patterns often vary between children of the dominant culture and those belonging to other cultures. Thus, differences in language
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Cultural and functional diversity Gay (2010) , Johnson et al. (1998) , Johnson (1999), MacNaughton (2001) , Ogbu (1992) , Roger and Johnson (1988) , Slavin and Oickle (1981) Point to similarities in musical notes in different cultures Use examples from other cultures in story problems in math and when talking about scientific discoveries Assign students to cooperative learning groups of mixed cultural backgrounds. Ask children to find answers to given questions about dress code in schools, how children address parents and how temperature is measured in a different country Stock bookshelves with pictures and books about and authored by diverse authors. Encourage children to scan pictures and illustrations, ask questions Use dolls for role-play and as props during reading JME 9,2 competency, academic performance and cultural backgrounds place certain children at a disadvantage (Killen et al., 2013; MacNaughton and Hughes, 2006; Waasdorp et al., 2012) . That is why it is very essential that teachers make earnest attempts to know their students, know their families and the communities in which they live. First, educators must explore their previous knowledge about cultural diversity so that they become aware of biases that may be affecting their behaviors and attitudes toward children from other cultures. This will bring about awareness about cultural factors that surround the concept of disability. According to Milner and Tenore (2010, p. 595) , one of the principles of culturally responsive classroom management is "Understanding the self in relation to others". Teachers must critically compare their own life experiences to that of their students and examine commonalities and differences in upbringing, family values and practices, schooling and social expectations (Milner and Tenore, 2010; p. 595; Weinstein et al., 2004 Finally, teachers should reflect on how these factors contribute to who they are at present and how it affects their instructional practice.
Several researchers have demonstrated the ways in which pre-service teachers engage in this self-evaluative process, namely, through: role-play, dramatization, creation of poetry and art to reflect on the factors that affect attitudes toward diversity such as color-blindedness, denial, silence and resistance. For example, Gay and Kirkland, 2003, p. 185) . report that their "Students have dramatized, through roleplaying and simulation, different ethnic perspectives on multicultural education issues, and then critiqued the adequacy of others' performances". Other researchers discuss the benefits of teachers writing reflective and autobiographical journals about their life experiences with diversity (Kyles and Olafson, 2008; McAllister and Irvine, 2002) . Cochran-Smith (2000) describes how teachers create personal narratives and stories about assumptions about diversity. The author of this paper (2011) created a figure to illustrate the stark contrast in status between the typical public school teacher and students who were marginalized due to socio-economic reasons (Appendix). Teachers can then expand such reflective activities to examine their attitudes toward children who they consider at risk for disabilities and ponder upon cultural constructions of disability. Kyles and Olafson (2008) rightly point out that these efforts at self-reflection, although laudable, cannot be one-time occurrences, rather they must pervade into teachers' lives when they are full-time teachers, and a high level of cultural consciousness needs ongoing and repetitive engagement in such reflective thinking. Milner and Tenore (2010) studied culturally responsive practices of two urban teachers and explain how these teachers used a questionnaire to examine their own biases and assumptions.
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Increase knowledge
After teachers develop a keen sense of awareness about their attitudes toward diversity, they may endeavor further to increase their knowledge. In this section, three distinct ways to increase teachers' knowledge will be discussed:
(1) broadening teachers' perceptions and interpersonal relationships; (2) family involvement; and (3) engagement in community activities.
Teacher perceptions and interpersonal relationships
Exploration of previous knowledge about diversity then leads to the beginning of understanding among members of the classroom. Teachers can initiate that understanding during early elementary school years by getting to know more about their students from diverse cultures and encouraging students to know their peers well. A deeper understanding is likely fostered when teachers and children recognize that each human being is unique and has special qualities that define him or her, and make him or her different from the rest. They may also collectively learn that these differences must be openly acknowledged and respected. In particular, teachers must clearly understand the cultural basis for certain behaviors before making disciplinary referrals. den Brok and Levy (2005) examined literature for studies that looked at teacherstudent perceptions and interpersonal relationships and found a strong correlation between the students' race, gender and ethnicity and teacher treatment. For example, children from Latino cultures are brought up to unquestioningly obey figures of authority as a sign of respect (Rivera and Rogers-Adkinson, 1997) . In many Asian cultures, students avoid direct eye contact with teachers. In other words, "[…] Teachers and students do not ascribe the same meanings and intentions to student behavior […]" (Milner and Tenore, 2010, p. 563) . If a teacher is unaware of these underlying cultural factors, he/she may presume that the students are disinterested or defiant. Thus, each culture has its own unique norms regarding expected behaviors within hierarchical relationships, particularly in the presence of figures of authority and so it is very important that teachers avoid making globalized assumptions about their students from different cultures. When teachers make efforts to understand if and/or how culture affects classroom performance and behavior, their assessment of student performance is likely to be fair and accurate.
Family involvement
With an increased level of self-awareness and by examining how culture affects interpersonal relationships with students, teachers can work on improving their understanding of families. Talking to families and expressing a desire to learn about their cultures allows teachers to form a wholistic view of their students' school performance (Garcia and Ortiz, 2006) . This knowledge enables culturally responsive teaching practice. Eberly et al. (2007, p. 10) . state that "[…] culturally responsive teaching includes reaching out to parents to learn from them". Traditionally, communication between parents and teachers has taken the form of weekly and monthly reports, Individualized Education Plan meetings and case conferences, phone calls to report misbehaviors or information letters. Parent -teacher meetings have predominantly been conducted in schools, and because school spaces are owned by school employees, parents are placed at a disadvantage. There are a few other factors JME 9,2 that determine the extent of parent -teacher connection: some families may hesitate to speak to teachers or may not speak English, others may have time and transportation constraints and few others may be constrained by differences in expectations from the school and differences in the understanding about what constitutes parent involvement (Ryan et al., 2010; Zarate, 2007) . It would be helpful in such instances if teachers could visit the community in which the families reside, to get a first-hand perspective about the culture of the community (Cousik, 2011) .
Engagement in community activities
Visiting the communities creates an awareness about indigenous knowledge and strengths that families possess -their world views, their philosophy of education, their definitions of ability and disability and their social norms (Moll et al., 1992) . According to Hogg (2011, p. 673) , the concept of funds of knowledge "[…] challenges teachers to direct their gaze at students' lives, looking beyond assessment data to identify prior knowledge". See a seminal article by Moll et al. (1992) which describes how a collaborative effort by educators, anthropologists and school teachers demonstrates how to utilize strengths in the communities to inform class room practice. Harry's (1992) work with Puerto Rican families demonstrated how parents and professionals could work together to understand the differences between the definition of disability by the Individuals with Education Act (IDEA, 2001 ) and that of the families and enhance cross-cultural communication. It is not possible to know the families merely by making home visits. These visits need to be intentionally planned, with a clear agenda about the purpose of the visits and goals to be accomplished. Thus, visiting communities enables teachers to understand their students' backgrounds, families' construction of ability and disability, strengths in students that may not manifest in the school setting and strategies that parents have found effective to help their children learn life skills, social skills and academic skills.
This extensive knowledge enables teachers to use "culturally and linguistically sensitive tools" to measure cognitive and linguistic capabilities. Cultural and linguistically sensitive tools are those that enable measurement of student's abilities across settings, in the student's native language. Consequently, the questions deployed during the evaluation maybe altered keeping in mind the student's background and/or life experiences. For example, in some cultures, children are groomed not to question or contradict figures of authority and even to avoid eye-to-eye contact. In such cases, children can have the option of writing their responses or a family member can be present during the evaluation to facilitate responses from the child. In the classroom, if a question tests the ability to express ideas and thoughts verbally, teachers could check whether the student is able to express in alternative ways -through writing, drawing, pictures or symbols.
All families may not be willing to have teachers visit their homes. In that case, teachers could participate in some activities that the community may be engaging in. For example, the author of this paper regularly worked in a community garden with families who attended a local school. This helped the author and the families to become more familiar with one another, helped build trust and thus enabled sharing (2011, 2014) . Another option is to find out if there is an organization that represents these cultures in their community and talk to leaders who run the organization. The leaders may facilitate opening of communication channels between teachers and families from other ethnic
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Cultural and functional diversity groups. This strategy may be of particular relevance among communities whose values include demonstrating deference to people in power -elders in the family, elders in the community, community leaders and community professionals. A final strategy would be to involve students from local colleges who are pursuing degrees in special education, counseling education or cultural studies. University students get a chance to utilize knowledge gained through course work about working with families from other cultures and they can collaborate with teachers to facilitate connections between school and the community -thus function as cultural liaisons. Regular and frequent meetings with families in informal contexts such as the community can bring in an awareness in teachers about their students' family values and practices which may be inherently different from those of the teacher. For instance, in some cultures, an individual's success and failure are a collective responsibility of his/her community and not of the individual's alone. Socialization and social skills may be differently practiced. Teachers can assess some of these differences by asking parents focused questions, such as "What manners are important to you in your children?" "How would you like your child to interact with friends and teachers?" and "What personal qualities would you like your child to have in order to enhance his learning?". If the parents do not speak English, a translator must be engaged to interpret these questions for parents. The general education teacher and an English as a Second Language teacher in school to communicate these questions to parents. The interpreter should preferably have a fair amount of knowledge about the community, be sensitive to and aware of families' values and worldviews and use a language that is free of jargon (Harry, 1992) .
Families have a varying need and sensitivity for preserving a bicultural identity. Some parents might feel that to ease the child's adjustment in school, use of English at home is important and that preserving the primary culture is not as essential. Other parents might view protecting cultural identity as a priority for their family and make strong community connections that coach their children deeply into their culture. In this case, teachers need to understand what family goals are fostered within the family. Some immigrant parents might be very shy to assert their preferences about identity and so if the classroom teacher expresses a genuine interest in parents' goals, this will validate children's sense of self and position parents as experts in their children's lives.
Other ways of gaining knowledge about other cultures are by reading newspapers and magazines, through films and social media. Often, the knowledge gained through these media maybe problematic because they may perpetuate existing stereotypes or have a tendency to sensationalize information. Teachers must endeavor to authenticate the knowledge and adapt this to the level of understanding of young children. One way of authenticating knowledge is to read articles printed in the country of origin (Jordan, 1997) . Teachers can also explore the Web or contact the public library for authentic resources. Gay (2010) effectively used textual analysis to increase awareness and knowledge about other cultures in pre-service teachers. Similarly, teachers can expand their repertoire of reading to include literature authored by African, African American, Hispanic and Asian writers. Reading authentic work facilitates reflection of their own biases and pre-conceived notions about other cultures (Gay, 2010) . JME 9,2
Model acceptance
Teachers must not only be aware of how cultural factors affect student performance, they must also model acceptance of diversity and student variance. Children observe, learn from and emulate adult behavior and modeling serves as a guide (Bandura, 1977) . When teachers model a keen interest in learning more about other cultures, it can go a long way in fostering acceptance in children. Furthermore, in a diverse classroom, rather than presume that attitudes can be changed just by increasing students' proximity to peers from other cultures, teachers must demonstrate and teach the skills required to ensure children initiate and strengthen contacts with their peers (Allport, 1954) . A language that is positive and empathetic is essential to initiate contact. When teachers demonstrate and teach children how to use this tool to initiate contact, children can then explore opportunities to make friends with their peers from other cultures.
For example, if there is a student who speaks Spanish in the class, the teacher could greet all students with "Good morning" or "Hello" in Spanish instead of using the English words. Most Asian students are taught to bow to their teachers in greeting. Teachers could find out other ways of greeting and use them alternatively in class to greet their students. Children are conditioned to be loyal to the values of their families, and when teachers recognize and speak positively about these values, it gives children a sense of belongingness and security (Allport, 1954) . Thus, by speaking positively about various aspects of other cultures such as language and socialization patterns, teachers demonstrate respect for that need for belongingness and display exemplary models of behavior for their students to emulate.
In some cultures, children are taught to listen to the teacher without asking questions. In other cultures, children learn that "overlapping speech" (several people in a group speaking at the same time) is acceptable. A teacher who is unaware of these factors may mistakenly presume these as "behavior problems" that need intervention (Cartledge and Kourea, 2008, p. 353) . Instead of giving negative consequences to students who engage in these behaviors, in the first case, the teacher could have the student journal his/her response and submit it to the teacher. In the second case, teachers could explicitly model turn-taking in conversations and provide students several opportunities during the school day to practice the skill. In their research on culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD) students Cartledge and Kourea (2008, p. 365) state that:
The psychological impact of the extensive punitive practices on students is powerful and potentially destructive. Educators need to pay more attention to the strengths of CLD students to help them become more productive and socially appropriate in their behavior.
Teachers could create scripts and/or short stories that portray strengths in other cultures. During reading and language arts periods, they can guide students to enact the stories. Thus, journaling their responses allows quiet students opportunities to demonstrate their learning and role-play and practice increase students' awareness about differing cultural expectations in the classroom and enhances his/her cultural competency.
Create positive academic environment
The final step in the framework is using the knowledge gained about other cultures to enrich the curriculum and modify classroom instruction. Teachers can foster a healthy
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Cultural and functional diversity and empathetic classroom climate by strategically including instructional activities that encourage discussion about diversity and disability. One way of doing this by deliberately including talk about diversity in the curriculum (Cochran-Smith, 1995) . For example, during the first school period, teachers usually assemble children in a circle and discuss the day's expectations, the current weather and share important announcements. At such times, teachers could ask children "It is cloudy today in this part of the USA. I wonder how the weather is in our neighboring countries!" Or during music period, when children are learning about musical notes, teachers could point out "Did you know that we have 7 notes in our music and Indian music has the same notes? We call them Do, Re, Me, etc. I wonder what they call them!" Another way to include diversity in the curriculum is to use illustrations and examples from other cultures when teaching core subjects. For example, story problems in math could be situated in cross-cultural contexts. When talking about scientists and scientific discoveries, the teacher could provide extra information about the cultures and countries to which the scientists belong.
Stories are an effective media to initiate conversations about disability. Teachers can equip the classroom library with picture books and children's storybooks that feature children with disabilities from various cultural backgrounds. Teachers can read the books to students during circle time, use the readings when teaching language arts, vocabulary and social skills. Teachers could also invite community members or families to share stories and/or folklore that portray children with disabilities. The Council for Exceptional Children has instituted the "Dolly Gray Award for Children's Literature" and books submitted for the award portray children with disabilities in a positive and friendly manner. The stories are written from various perspectives, including the child with a disability and can be a helpful addition to classroom bookshelves.
Another strategy is to form cooperative learning groups. Assigning children to formal and informal cooperative learning groups has been effectively used to facilitate peer-to-peer learning. Children in lower elementary grades may benefit from informal cooperative learning groups where they work on common goals briefly or during the entire class period (Johnson et al., 1998) . Cooperative learning groups are not just ones where children work together in small groups on individual goals, rather:
In a cooperative learning situation, interaction is characterized by positive goal interdependence with individual accountability. Positive goal interdependence requires acceptance by a group that they "sink or swim together" (Roger and Johnson, 1988, p. 2) .
Cooperative learning groups have been used teach academic skills (Johnson and Johnson, 1999, p. 69 ), but they can be used to teach social skills and enhance cultural awareness as well. For example, teachers can pose questions such as: Children could talk to students from other cultures in their groups to find answers and also search the Web for answers. When teachers assign students to cooperative learning groups consisting of students from different races, this has a positive effect on both inter-personal relationships and academic achievement (Slavin and Oickle, 1981) . Slavin and Oickle studied 230 students of which 33.9 per cent were Black and found academic performance on standardized tests for all students in the cooperative learning group improved. More recently, Durlak et al. (2011, p. 406) conducted an extensive literature review of school programs that practiced "universal and emotional social learning programs (SEL)" including cooperative learning and found that they showed "[…] significant positive effects on targeted social-emotional competencies and attitudes about self, others, and school". They also enhanced students' behavioral adjustment in the form of increased prosocial behaviors and reduced conduct and internalizing problems, improved achievement on standardized test scores (p. 417).
Similarly, it is essential to implement cooperative groups with children that come from cultural groups that encourage individual achievement as well. Choi et al. (2011, p. 991 ) studied cooperative learning experiences in elementary school children and concluded that:
[…] the more cooperative experiences children have, the more likely it is that they will engage in prosocial behavior while interacting with their peers, and thereby gain the advantages of positive relationships with peers and prosocial behavior.
Teachers can structure activities that result in success only when each member of the group applies his/her unique skill. For example, a group project may require visual and auditory representation of ideas. A student who is good at drawing can work on the visuals and one who is a good speaker is chosen to make a presentation of the project. A student who uses an augmentative communication device can point to pictures to illustrate the topic being discussed. A student with autism who may have great rote memory skills can recall math facts to solve given problems. Thus, teachers can promote "positive interdependence" that determines the success of the project or goal (Choi et al., 2011, p. 977) . Gay (2010) used visual analysis to increase self-awareness about other cultures among pre-service teachers. Similarly, pictures can be powerful in initiating conversation and dialogue about culture in the elementary classroom. Teachers could provide magazine and newspaper pictures about news from other countries and encourage children to talk about what they see. Children from diverse cultural backgrounds bring in their own assumptions and impressions about the world to school (Ogbu, 1992, MacNaughton and Hughes, 2001 ) and this may greatly impact their behavior with peers. In one study, MacNaughton and Hughes (2001) used dolls that represented white male and female and aboriginal people with a large group of young children to understand how children construct their views about the "others". Through use of doll play and stories and by encouraging children to comment, question and express their views, the researcher helped dispel myths and stereotypes about aboriginal people. Similarly, teachers could use dolls or puppets as props when reading stories from other cultures to the class. Teachers and students can work together to create stick figures and paper or sock puppets that represent children with varying abilities and disabilities and engage in discussion. Teachers must be ready to answer questions that children may raise, but it is important to initially pay close attention to
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Cultural and functional diversity what they spontaneously say about the pictures and dolls. These spontaneous thoughts can then become topics for dispelling myths and stereotypes, for providing factual information about disabilities and for beginning acceptance. Thus, after having examined their own attitudes and biases through textual, visual and object analysis, teachers are likely to be more equipped to understand the basis for children's assumptions and guide them to develop healthy peer relationships.
Conclusion
It has been established since long that children begin to make decisions about personal and group identity, ethnic identity, group behaviors, hierarchy and social expectations in a group very early in their lives (Erikson, 1968) . Invariably, this leads to formation of bias and prejudice between individuals and groups. By demonstrating an eagerness to learn about diverse cultures and cultural interpretations of ability and disability and by talking openly and positively about other cultures -by modeling acceptance -teachers can greatly influence attitudes of children toward one another, reduce the harmful effects of prejudice and create a welcoming classroom climate. Furthermore, by learning about their students and their families, teacher enhance their cultural competency. Equipped with extensive knowledge about their students' cultures, family values and meanings ascribed by families to children's behaviors, teachers can design instructional practices that are sensitive to cultural diversity and its effect on school performance. However, support from administrators is very crucial for any initiative that aims at attitudinal changes in a school (Allport, 1954) . Teachers are expected to maintain discipline and order in the school, with the ultimate aim of improving student performance, and this, in turn, can make their instructional practices rigid and regimented (Milner, 2012) . This leaves little room for flexibility needed to learn about and accommodate the needs of children from diverse cultural, linguistic and academic backgrounds. There is a need for a systemic effort that encourages an ongoing debate over cultural and functional diversity, improves teacher knowledge in the area of best practices in teaching children from diverse cultural and functional backgrounds and fosters collaboration among schools and families.
